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solution. Once that alignment was clear, it was remarkable how easily
he managed to convince his audience that all we had to do to end
world hunger was simply put out the word to the rest of the world
thinkers that (and I quote him here): ‘Ending world hunger is an idea
whose time had come!’
Apparently, all we had to do to get people to solve a global problem
was convince everyone else that the time had come for the problem to
be solved. Now we just had to reach under our seats for an envelope.
In this envelope we would then deposit $50 …. which of course would
be used by the est foundation to spread this same message far and
wide. Now who among us would have the courage not to follow that
instruction?
We would regale many a dinner party in years to come with this story
of the brazen absurdness of that Madison Square Garden rally.
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Then – in September 2019, I attended the World Economic Forum
Africa Summit in Cape Town. As they say, it was ‘like déjà vu all over
again’. Here was a gathering of the greatest political, economic and
social elite of Africa agreeing in unison that ‘an African Continental
Free Trade Agreement was an idea whose time had come’. That
‘fulfilling the 17 SDGs (sustainable development goals) for Africa
was an idea whose time had come’, That ‘solving for the skills
required in Africa by the changing world of work and the Fourth
Industrial Revolution was an idea whose time had come’. And they
had paid good money to make that commitment.

Could it really be that simple? No concrete plans were
actually discussed on how any of this would be achieved.
For example, we could all easily engage in a universal
condemnation of corruption in African governments, but no
one actually had any practical suggestions on how we could
convince people from engaging in it. President Mnangagwa
of Zimbabwe helpfully pointed out that what the South
African leader President Cyril Ramaphosa might be calling
‘corruption’ would probably be considered as simply
‘business facilitation’ in Zimbabwe. As such, there might be
some differences in definition to sort out at the start. But we
all agreed, to some extent, that we should all start ‘pointing
in the same direction’. That, in itself, was a miracle of sorts.
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The surprising lesson here is that it is easy to be cynical about
such forums (probably easier to be cynical about est and
Werner Erhard than the World Economic Forum) – but both
exercises highlight the point that for change to occur, we need
to first change the narrative. Using Werner Erhard’s language:
We discover that as human beings we can live in a
possibility instead of in what we have inherited, that
instead of just being a human being because we were born
that way, we can declare the possibility of being for human
beings. This is the work of transformation: bringing forth a
breakthrough in the possibility of being human.

Getting people to change their mind is
intrinsically linked to a sense of belonging to
something. If you can convince people that by
belonging, they are better empowered to effect
change, this can operate as an effective catalyst
for mobilising popular support.
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